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CHAPTER 1 

INTRODUCTION  

By Dr. D.C. Rao 

Hinduism elicits two opposing reactions. It is admired by many as an ancient philosophy 

with a soaring vision of cosmic unity and an unreserved respect for other religions. But others 

regard Hinduism as an ethnic religion that is complex, full of contradictions, and riven by 

superstition and caste divisions. Despite scores of introductory books on Hinduism and decades 

of closer contact with the West—as the number of Hindus in North America and Europe has 

grown to five million—a coherent understanding of Hinduism is yet to emerge. Promoting such 

an understanding is the aim of these brief essays.  

The essays are addressed to the critical reader who seeks an authentic resolution of the 

opposing views of Hinduism. The goal is that the reader acquires a clear understanding of 

Hinduism’s fundamental concepts which help explain its beliefs and practices.  

Hinduism’s core philosophy is that the entire creation emerged from, rests in, and will 

dissolve into the One Source of all Being and that, by experiencing the connection with the 

Source, anyone can be free of sorrow. This experience is extremely subtle and beyond the reach 

of our mind and senses. Realizing this truth requires a direct, intuitive personal experience – the 

result of spiritual practice unique to the needs of each individual. Therefore, Hinduism offers a 

very wide range of practices to choose from and the individual spiritual aspirant is guided by a 

spiritual master, a guru. 

Once this core structure is understood, it becomes clear that contemporary accounts of 

Hinduism that present the religion merely as a catalog of beliefs with a bewildering array of 

practices are misleading. And those who study Hinduism only through its texts or by observing 

external practices will likely miss its essential integrity and be distracted by the details of its 

numerous philosophical doctrines and spiritual practices. Instead, a more open-minded study 

with teachers in the tradition will reveal that Hinduism has an inspiringly coherent vision; and 

the variety of practices bring seekers of diverse temperaments to the same goal, each in their own 

way. Accessing this core reveals Hinduism’s stunning simplicity. 

The barriers posed by Hinduism’s apparent complexity are compounded when Hinduism 

is seen through the lens of other organized religions. There are many ways in which Hinduism 

differs on features that are familiar to practitioners of other religions: 
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 Most religions have a single scripture that defines their belief systems; Hinduism’s 

teachings are to be found in a range of scriptures with varying levels of authority.  

 Most religions have a founder and narratives about the religion are built around the 

life of the founding prophet. Hinduism’s teachings are composed by a number of 

anonymous sages a very long time ago and have been modified to suit changing times 

over millennia. 

 Most religions conceive of God as a person, a remote Father figure who is separate 

from the world. Hinduism conceives of God as Pure Consciousness that is present 

everywhere, at all times – in us, in every other human being, in the whole of creation. 

In Hinduism, the One God, all-knowing and all-powerful, is worshipped in many 

forms, giving rise to the misconception that Hinduism is polytheistic. 

 Most religions define the reward for spiritual practice as enjoying eternal life in 

Heaven. The ultimate goal in Hinduism is moksha, liberation, which is defined quite 

differently. 

 Most religions define a doctrine that must be accepted by all adherents. Hindu 

scriptures emphasize direct personal experience of a transcendental truth rather than 

adherence to a single doctrine. 

 Most religions have lists of commandments that govern personal ethics and social 

responsibility. Hinduism’s ethical foundation is Dharma, a nuanced set of contextual 

guidelines for behavior that vary according to a person’s temperament, stage of life 

and role in society rather than a set of rigid rules. 

 Most religions worship in congregations with regularly scheduled worship. Hindu 

worship takes place primarily at home with temples playing an important but 

secondary role to private practice. 

 Most religions emphasize social action in community. Hinduism stresses the need for 

personal spiritual evolution as required for building a healthy community. 

 Most religions claim that their understanding of the Truth is somehow special, 

providing a unique path to salvation. Hindu scriptures focus on seeking the eternal, 

changeless Truth, but do not claim to have found an exclusive path to Truth. Hindus 

respect the spiritual paths defined by other religions. 

 Most religions seek to gain converts to their faith. Hindus do not seek converts, but 

remain open to accepting all those who wish to embrace Hinduism. 

Furthermore, Hinduism has some special features that are unique or shared only with 

other Indic faith traditions. Inadequate understanding of these unfamiliar concepts is a 

source of misconceptions about Hinduism.  Understanding these concepts on their own 

terms is important in gaining an authentic understanding of Hinduism as a whole.  

 The Hindu spiritual journey extends over many lives in both human and other bodies. 

There is a complex relationship between rebirth and spiritual growth, with each 
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human life being an opportunity to attain liberation from the cycle of rebirth. Belief in 

rebirth alleviates fear of final judgment based on this life alone. 

 The law of Karma is the unshakeable link between action and consequence that 

extends over multiple lives. One of the benefits of belief in the law of Karma is an 

acceptance of unexplained hardship. But this is often wrongly characterized as a 

fatalistic belief in destiny. 

 The language of the scriptures is Sanskrit, hard to translate and rich in metaphors that 

are often difficult to decipher. Direct access to Sanskrit and to a rich oral tradition of 

interpretation are vital to gain a thorough understanding of Hindu scriptures. 

 Spiritual practice in Hinduism is about transforming the mind and being aware of 

God’s presence at all times. It offers a variety of paths for practice, known as Yoga, 

suited to seekers of different temperaments. Denominations within Hinduism differ 

widely in their beliefs and practices, but each one respects the spiritual paths used by 

others.  

 Hindus use murtis, physical representations of God, as a means of focusing the mind 

in ardent devotion during worship. Some mistake this use of physical images to be 

idolatry. However, the murti is not an independent source of power or divinity.  

 Hindu spiritual enquiry uses scientific method based on personal experience 

consistent with reason and the scriptures. While going beyond the material sciences it 

is ready to embrace the findings of science. 

 Hindu tradition treats time as cyclical and ideas as timeless; this can be frustrating to 

the Western emphasis on historicity. 

 Hinduism posits an intimate relationship between the cosmos and the individual that 

is alien to conventional Western ideas. This world-view has profound implications for 

spiritual practice. 

Western attempts to describe Hinduism without sensitivity to these differences have led to 

deeply ingrained misconceptions. Hinduism is wrongly described as polytheistic and as 

worshipping idols. The social phenomenon of caste is confused with the scriptural concept of 

varna or temperament, leading to the incorrect conclusion that the caste system is a central 

feature of Hinduism. These and other misconceptions have dominated teaching about Hinduism 

and, therefore, public understanding. 

Such misunderstanding cannot be remedied by merely conveying information about beliefs and 

practices of Hinduism. More information does not change the way people might think about 

Hinduism when they come to the topic with a preconceived framework. Modifying the 

framework requires going deeper in explaining the rationale and principles that guide religious 

practices. It is only by going deeper that one becomes aware of the unified vision that underlies 

the astonishing diversity of practices among the various denominations within Hinduism. 

Without this, it is hard to gain a better understanding of Hinduism as a whole. 
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Addressing this formidable challenge is the task of this set of essays. Each essay seeks to 

promote understanding of a significant concept or practice in Hinduism, showing how they are 

connected with fundamental ideas at the core of Hindu philosophy. Each essay is intentionally 

brief and largely self-contained so readers can go directly to topics that interest them. Together, 

the essays deal with a range of topics necessary to gain a better understanding of Hinduism.  

  




